New insights on the mode of action of intrauterine contraceptive devices in women.
To gain a better understanding of the mechanism of action of intrauterine devices (IUDs), a search was made for ova in the genital tracts of 115 women using no contraception and of 56 women using IUDs, all of whom volunteered for study in conjunction with surgical sterilization. Ova were recovered from tubal flushings between 48 and 120 hours after the midcycle peak of luteinizing hormone in 39% of the IUD users compared with 56% of women in the control group (0.05 less than P less than 0.10). This suggests an action of the IUD before the ovum reaches the uterus. Eggs with a microscopic appearance consistent with fertilization were recovered from the fallopian tubes of half of the women using no contraception who had intercourse within the fertile period of the reproductive cycle and from whom ova were recovered. In contrast (P less than 0.01), no eggs with this appearance were recovered in IUD users who had intercourse within the fertile period. No ova were recovered from the body of the uterus of any of the IUD users. Fertilized ova are less likely to reach the uterine cavity containing an IUD. Thus, the principal mode of IUDs is by a method other than destruction of live embryos.